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      Stryker had been pacing around the radio room, trying to collect his thoughts and figure out their next course of action. He’d sent for Thomas, who was expected to arrive any minute. Thomas was just finishing some of his training duties with the new recruits, who they still had yet to give a squad name to. While they were waiting for the Black Squad leader, Taylor was feverishly trying to get a signal from the lost squad.

      “Anything yet?” Stryker asked. He still had hope in his voice.

      Taylor would quickly dash it, though. “Negative. Nothing.”

      Stryker sighed, and continued wearing out the tiled floor, as he did circles around the room. Taylor was doing everything she could to raise the signal emanating from any of the Gold Squad members, but it seemed to be completely lost. The last signal they got was from when their ship first touched down on the strange planet. That was three days ago. Stryker, though concerned at not hearing from his men after a day, let it ride for another couple of days in case they had to go silent for some unforeseen occasion. But three days with no contact was highly unusual for any reason. After waiting for about ten minutes, Thomas finally appeared.

      “Sorry it took me so long. I was finishing up a few lessons with Austin,” Thomas said. “Mac said it was urgent.”

      “It is,” the commander replied. “We haven’t heard from Gold Squad in three days.”

      “Can we figure out where they are?” he asked, looking at Taylor.

      She simply shook her head. “Nothing else I can do. Can’t get a fix on their position, can’t figure out where they are, can’t determine if they’ve used their radios, or if they’re even active at all.”

      “What do we know of the planet they’re on?” Thomas asked.

      Stryker motioned for the major to follow him over to the table, where he had a file of information about Gold Squad’s assignment, as well as about the planet of Trox. Trox was a rather remote planet in the farthest reaches of the Wizdan System. On one of the fastest ships, it was still at least a week’s journey to reach the planet. At that point, only a few of the eleven planets in the Wizdan system had been even partially explored. There was still much to be learned about the system, and the individual planets themselves. Thomas looked over the file as Stryker explained what was going on.

      “As you know, not much is known about these planets,” Stryker said. “The UPMC sent a research team, along with a small military escort, to explore the planet and report on their findings.”

      “I’m taking it that didn’t go so well,” Thomas replied.

      “They were there for about a week, then nobody heard from them again, from either the research team or the soldiers assigned to them.”

      “That’s where we came in?”

      “Gold Squad’s mission was to go Trox, find their targets and assess the situation, and respond accordingly. They arrived three days ago. We haven’t heard from them since.”

      “Where was their last transmission from?” Thomas wondered.

      “Aboard their ship as they approached the planet. They radioed in that they were about to make their entry.”

      “So at this point, we’re not sure if there’s actual trouble, or just radio issues coming from an unknown planet.”

      Stryker threw up his hands. “Their ship tracker also went down as soon as they went in. I would assume that if everything was OK, even if there were radio issues, that someone would’ve gone back into space where the signal was coming in clear, to let us know.”

      “It does seem unlikely that they’d stay silent unless there was a major problem,” Thomas said.

      “Maybe everything’s fine on the ground, the transmissions are blocked, and they’re having a ship-related problem. We don’t know. But we need to find out.”

      “I’m assuming I’ve got the assignment?”

      “You’re to get your team ready as soon as possible,” Stryker advised.

      “What about the training?”

      “Cooper and Gray Squad will take over primary responsibilities until you’ve returned.”

      “What about the planet’s population, inhabitants, air defenses?” Thomas asked.

      “We simply don’t know. We just don’t have enough information about it. As far as we know, the UPMC research team never encountered any of the planet’s population, if there is any.”

      “And flying in undetected or avoiding missiles or anything like that, I also assume is an unknown.”

      “The UPMC team did not encounter any radar or aircraft fire on the way in. Since we lost Gold Squad’s transmission just before entering, we don’t know if they flew in just as smoothly, or they had a whole different set of problems.”

      “Fantastic. When do you want us to leave?”

      “I’d like your ship in the air sometime today.”

      Thomas grimaced as if there was a problem.

      “What’s the issue?” Stryker asked, noticing his facial expression.

      “Well, Laura was about to unveil the new armor today.”

      “Oh yes, that’s right. She was making adjustments to the armor. With all of this on my mind, I’d forgotten about it. When was she showing everything off?”

      “Meeting room in an hour,” Thomas answered.

      “OK. We’ll go to that first and see what she’s got. No sense in leaving early if she’s done something that could be of help on your mission.”

      Dr. Dunby had been working on the Rangers armor and helmets almost exclusively since the Krod war ended. She’d gotten close to completing everything a few times already, only to see something go wrong at the last minute. Whenever she thought she was about to finish her improvements, an unexpected failure complicated her designs.

      But now, after three solid months of testing behind her, she was ready to unveil the new and improved design. A couple of the Rangers had been used to help her test some of the features, though as a condition of their involvement, they were required to maintain their silence about it, as well as about what they were testing. The reasoning was that they didn’t want to get the entire force excited over a perceived improvement or new feature that would wind up being buggy and not operational. They wanted to make sure everything worked the way it should, and the way it was designed, before getting anyone’s hopes up. This day was picked because it was one of the few times that almost the entire unit was there at Phantom Seven. The only squad that wasn’t present was Gold Squad.

      It’d been over nine months since the war with Krod ended. In that time, most of the assignments that the squad’s had gotten were either rescue missions, or protection assignments. Whether it was protecting UPMC scientists who were conducting research on unknown planets, or rescue missions, finding and bringing home private citizens, or scientists, who’d been stranded, they were still getting pretty regular work in that time. In most cases, though, none of the assignments wound up being quite as heavy and chaotic as what they encountered in the Krod war.

      Before the new uniform showcase, Thomas had already reached out to his team to inform them of their assignment, so they could start getting prepared. Some commanders preferred to keep orders close to the vest, only informing those under them about assignments when it was absolutely necessary, or when it was close to moving on those orders. Thomas was not one of those. He didn’t like to keep any secrets from his men, unless there was a specific reason for keeping it from them. He thought the earlier they knew what they were getting into, the more they could mentally prepare, and the better they would all be for it.

      Rangers from all squads sporadically began entering the meeting room over the next hour, all of them genuinely excited and eager to see what Dunby had done to their armor. Though she was technically an outsider, she’d been accepted as one of them. Having someone as respected as Thomas in her corner was a huge plus for her, but knowing what she was doing to try to help them was also a major factor in her acceptance. Having a good personality also worked in her favor, as everyone found her rather easy to talk to. She was genuinely interested in any questions or concerns anybody had when it came to what she was working on. There wasn’t a single Ranger who harbored any ill will toward her, or didn’t like the fact that she was there. They liked her.

      Dunby was standing by the end of the stage area, watching everyone enter. As soon as everybody appeared to be ready and was seated, she walked onto the stage to begin her presentation. Though she was confident in her abilities, and had good feedback with the Rangers who’d been testing, she still felt a little anxious. After all, their body armor was their life. Any change that was for the worse, or weakened it unexpectedly, would be catastrophic. She was shooting for a hundred percent satisfaction from everyone. If even one person objected to anything, she’d consider her work a failure.

      There was a rather large table near the front of the stage that Dunby stood behind, with several mysterious square-shaped looking boxes on it that were covered by sheets. She told the crowd she’d take questions about anything after the conclusion of the presentation, in order to preserve time and move quickly. Thomas and Stryker were already aware of the designs, as they were the ones she showed them to initially. She frequently confided in Thomas about her progress, as well as her successes and failures in the process of getting to the finished product.

      Stryker had to sign off on everything and give his approval before she even started. But he was so impressed by her work that he gave her complete authority to do as she wished without having to constantly ask him about getting his authorization. So even though they generally knew what she had planned as far as improvements, even they didn’t know all the little details. Only Dunby and Dr. Brundage, who also helped in the design and testing, knew everything.

      “Thank you all for being here,” Dunby began. She uncovered the first box, revealing one of their black helmets in a glass case. “These are the helmets you all currently use. I don’t need to explain anything with these, you’re all intimately familiar with them. They’re very functional, worked for a long time, and works quite well.”

      She then moved to the next box, unveiling a brand new black helmet, enclosed in a glass case. The Rangers leaned forward, on the edge of their seats, eagerly looking at the newer helmet. It looked pretty similar to the older one, with a few minor exceptions.

      “I had tried a few different designs, including some rather radical changes, but in the end, I came back to what you’re used to,” Dunby told them. “It works well, no need to try and reinvent the wheel. There are a few differences that I think you’ll like, though.”

      She then started to explain those differences. Dunby turned to the screen behind her, where a picture of the new helmet appeared, giving the team a more up close view of them so she could explain it easier, pointing out the new features on the screen. There was now a small camera lens located on the front of the helmet, just above the shield.

      “This camera will transmit footage directly from your helmet to the computers here on Phantom. It will take live video or still photographs. If you come across something and you want it analyzed, or don’t know what it is, take the picture, and it is instantly uploaded to our servers here. It is voice activated, so you don’t have to take your hands off your weapon if the situation warrants.”

      A little demonstration then played on the screen from one of the tests, showing how the camera worked, and what was seen when the picture or video was uploaded. Once the picture was taken, a small thumbnail version of it displayed on their shield to make sure it was the shot they wanted. After the brief video was over, there seemed to be a buzz in the audience, indicating it was a hit amongst the crowd.

      Dunby felt pleased, and a small sense of relief came over her, happy with how it was perceived so far. She continued.

      “Now, this next item is not new, but should be a marked improvement over the previous one. It’s nothing that’s noticeable on the outside, but we’ve upgraded the chip that provides the radio signals inside the helmet. You should be able to get a clear signal, a longer distance, and it’s much more difficult to block.”

      She moved on to the next item as several maps came on the screen. Then a video began playing on how that was now incorporated into the helmet.

      “As you can see, we’ve introduced maps into the helmet,” Dunby stated. “Wherever you are, you will be able to pull up a map of the area, as long as you’re in a place that has been mapped. If you’re exploring a new planet that nobody’s ever been to before, the feature will be of no use, obviously. It comes up onto your shield and is voice activated. I would not recommend using this when you’re in battle as it will seriously distort your vision. Also, try pulling it up against a dark background, such as a wall or something, to get a clearer picture. If you try to pull it up in the middle of the day when the sun is shining on a hot day, you may still see it OK, but it won’t be a crisp image.”

      As she continued, every eye in the building was on her as they intently watched to see what else she’d come up with. Her designs up to that point were a major hit and was exactly what the Rangers could use to further improve their effectiveness.

      “Next, is one of my favorite features,” she continued. “GPS. Every helmet now has a tracking device inside the helmet. This should make finding a trapped or lost soldier much easier to find or locate. Simply say “GPS Black Squad”, and a map containing the entire squad’s positioning will come up on your shield. Or if you just say GPS Thomas, his positioning will appear.”

      Once she was done explaining about the helmet, more images of the helmet's new features displayed on the screen, along with some video of the Rangers who tested it in the trials.

      “That is all I have in regards to the helmet,” Dunby stated once the video stopped. “I only made slight changes to the armor.”

      She walked over to a large sheet that was covering something and took it off, revealing the new uniform. It was basically the same, with a little better protection in certain areas. There was a flexible material that attached to the metal armor around the exposed areas of the groin, sides, and arms area that had been a problem for them.

      “As you can see, it’s a lighter weight material that shouldn’t pose any issues as far as comfort, or restrict your movements in any way,” Dunby explained. “It will provide an increased level of protection, though.”

      Some video of the testing of the material, both in the secured lab area, and in the field, then played behind her. After it was over, she moved back to the table to talk more about the designs. When she finished, she offered to take any questions that anyone might have.

      “With the cameras, can someone here at Phantom tap into the feed remotely?” Russell asked.

      “Only if the camera is on to begin with,” Dunby answered. “For instance, if Commander Stryker is wondering about your situation, he may radio you and ask you to turn your camera on so he can see what you’re doing. But we don’t necessarily need hours of live footage of you walking in a field clogging up our servers.”

      “So they don’t need to be on all the time, then?”

      “Not unless Commander Stryker wishes them to be.”

      “How easy will it be for someone, say an enemy, to knock out the video transmission?” Taylor wondered.

      “Well, it can be done. It will be a little more difficult than it was previously to knock out the radio transmissions.”

      “That’s not saying much.”

      Most of the crowd laughed, including Dunby. “Also, just as an extra precaution, the camera and the radio are on completely different signals. So someone can’t just block them both out at the same time. If someone succeeds at jamming one, you should still have the other at your disposal.”

      “But if someone knocks out the radio, the video feed won’t really help us,” Hunter said.

      Dunby had a counter to that. “I would disagree. Even though you won’t be able to communicate, if your camera’s on, someone will be able to monitor your situation and respond accordingly. If you're surrounded, and your radio is blocked, if it’s seen where you are, then the backup team will arrive in due time. Now, you won’t know that, or when they’re coming, so you’ll still be in the dark, but your situation will be known.”

      “How will we know the feed is going through or isn’t being blocked?”

      “If the video feed is unable to go through, you’ll hear three small beeps, and a red light in the left corner of your shield will appear, indicating that there was a transmission failure.”

      “What makes the new chip more difficult to block?” Wayne asked.

      “Because the new chip is better at bypassing blocking attempts. Without getting too technical, with the old one, if a wall came down to block the transmission, then the signal is lost. With this one, if a wall comes down, the transmission will go around both sides of that wall to get to its destination.”

      “So it can’t be blocked?”

      “It still can be. Any radio transmission has the potential to be blocked or intercepted,” she explained. “But it will take a much more sophisticated skill set, and much longer to do so. You will also see signs that someone is trying to block it.”

      “What kind of signs?” Kennedy asked.

      “Well, with the old one, the radio would usually just suddenly go dead. With the new one, you might start hearing jumbled or garbled speech, or even static. If a clear transmission is starting to become more difficult, you can be assured that someone is trying to jam it.”

      “Would I be able to track the positioning of every unit from here?” Stryker asked.

      “Absolutely,” Dunby answered. “We also developed a software program for you to use on your ship, or any ship, so you can track everyone’s movements. So if you were on Krod, for example, you could log into the system and see exactly who was on Krod, who was here, who was on Trox.”

      “Will I be able to tell who is who? Or will I just see the dots on the screen?”

      “You will see each person exactly. We’ve coordinated each chip to correspond to their identification number. So if you were to look right now, wondering where Thomas was, you’d see a black 017 at this location. If you were looking for Walter, you’d see a gold 001.”

      “What if they’re all close together?” Stryker wondered.

      “Then it will appear all jumbled together. But if you zoom in on the map, it will space the names out a little more clearly. You have the capability of zooming in or out to your satisfaction.”

      “How will that work on the shields?” McKenzie asked.

      “If you wish to locate someone, say Russell is lost, you’ll simply say GPS Russell, and his location will come up on the map on the shield. It will also give you an approximate distance to that location. It will say, for instance, 2.1 miles. That’s just a rough estimate. Don’t take the number that comes up as a guarantee. It could be as little as 1.5 or as much as 2.8 or so. It’s a reasonable estimate though. It won’t be off by more than half a mile or so.”

      “How will that work if we’re on a planet that hasn’t been mapped out yet?”

      “It should still work the same way. If you’re on a mapped planet, it will show you he’s two miles away, and there’s a river and mountain to go through before getting to him. On an unmapped planet, it will show you he’s two miles away, and that’s it. You’ll still get the signal emanating from his helmet, there’s just no way of knowing what you’ll have to go through to get there,” Dunby explained.

      “That flexible material on the armor, how likely is that to stop a bullet?” Cooper asked.

      “It honestly depends on the bullet,” Dunby answered. “A high-velocity bullet fired from a high-powered weapon, it still might penetrate. A lower-caliber bullet might deflect off it, however. It really depends, but it is better than no protection at all. In testing, the same caliber bullet went through certain times, other times it did not. Quite often, it depended on the distance and the angle from which the shot was fired.”

      “When do we get the new helmets?” Reid excitedly asked, hoping immediately.

      “Well, that is up to Commander Stryker,” she said. “Thomas already agreed to use Black Squad as the guinea pigs for the new helmets to make sure they stand up in a conflict, so those men, and women, have theirs waiting for them as we speak. The armor is ready as well.”

      “We got first dibs…nice!” Wayne said, turning to his commander. “I guess that’s one of the perks of dating her, huh?” he innocently asked.

      Thomas turned his head and offered a menacing glare, not really amused by the comment. Seeing that he wasn’t happy, Wayne tried to smooth things over.

      “What I meant was that she’s really beneficial to the squad,” Wayne said. “I mean, I love her. Well, not in the way you do, I guess, but still…I mean, if you ever decide to give her up, I’d take her.”

      Thomas continued his stare, still not amused, wondering how far a hole Wayne could dig himself into.

      “I, uh…I think I’ll just shut up now,” Wayne stated.

      “That’s probably a good idea,” Thomas replied.

      Dunby finished fielding questions from the intrigued Rangers, and she couldn’t help but smile, knowing that the presentation went well. Thomas walked over to the edge of the stage to wait for her as she got down. She gave him a kiss on the cheek when she saw him.

      “Oops. Sorry. I forgot where I was,” she said, forgetting that they agreed not to show any excessive affection in public or around the rest of the team.

      “It’s OK,” Thomas responded with a smile. “You earned it. Seems like everything was a hit.”

      “Yeah. No major objections so far.”

      “There won’t be any. They’re good, solid improvements.”

      “You know, standing up there and talking in front of you guys, is a little intimidating. Even without the helmets and suits. And I don’t get intimidated easily.”

      Wayne, McKenzie and the rest of Black Squad came over to the stage area and surrounded the pair.

      “So when do we get ours?” Russell eagerly asked.

      Dunby smiled. “All of your stuff is currently in my lab. As soon as we’re done here, you can follow me back there and get it if you want.”

      “Sounds like a plan to me.”

      Just before they were about to break up and go back to Dunby’s lab, Commander Stryker walked over to break up the party.

      “Commander,” Dunby greeted. “How did you like everything?”

      “It was great. Excellent work,” Stryker said. “But I knew it would be. I would like you to start making those changes for the rest of the squads as well.”

      “Great. We’ll get right on it.”

      “Excuse us for a minute,” Stryker told the team, pulling Thomas and Dunby to the side to talk in private.

      “Is something wrong?” Dunby worried, thinking he might not have liked something, and just didn’t want to say it in front of everyone. “Is there something that wasn’t to your satisfaction?”

      “What? No, no, no. Everything was fantastic, really.”

      “OK. Good,” she replied, looking relieved.

      “What I wanted to know is how fast could you get the rest of the squad's helmets and armor ready?” the commander asked.

      She looked at Thomas briefly before answering. “Well, I guess that depends. If there’s some emergency that requires their deployment, if Dr. Brundage and I work around the clock, we could probably have everything done in two or three weeks. That might be a bit optimistic, but that’s the best-case scenario.”

      Stryker nodded, satisfied with the answer. “Why don’t you do that, then?”

      “OK. We will. We’ll get started on it.”

      “Good. Thomas, I’ll give you a few minutes, then see me when you’re done,” Stryker said, walking away.

      “Are you gonna tell me what that was about?” Dunby asked.

      “We’re leaving on an assignment today,” Thomas answered.

      “What? So soon?”

      “Yeah. I’m sorry. He just told me a little while ago before your presentation.”

      “Where to?” she asked, obviously disappointed at the news of him leaving.

      “Trox. Nobody’s heard from Gold Squad in three days.”

      “I know. I heard Taylor mentioning it yesterday. She was pretty concerned.”

      “Everyone is,” Thomas said.

      “When are you leaving?”

      “I’m pretty sure as long as it takes to suit up and get the ship ready.”

      “Oh.”

      “I’ll be back before you know it,” he told her, hoping to make her feel better.

      “I know. I guess I’ll be so busy in the next few weeks that I won’t have time to even miss you,” she said, trying to put on a fake smile.

      “Probably.”

      “Wonder why Stryker wants the rest so soon?” she wondered.

      “I don’t know. Guess he has something planned.”

      Thomas knew that wasn’t the reason, though. Him telling her the real reason wouldn’t do her any good. It’d only make her worry more. He suspected that the reason Stryker wanted the others done quickly was in case the same thing happened to Black Squad. If they lost contact with them, Stryker would send the other squads out looking for them.
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